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Field Notes:

December 9,2001

Save your soil from erosion.
By: Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Agent/Agriculture
Mississippi State University Extension Service
Throughout the history of agriculture in the United States,
farmers

have

erosion.

been

aware

of

the

destructive

effects

of

soil

However, during the early years of mechanized farming

there was little that could be done to significantly reduce this
problem since extensive tillage was necessary for the production
of crops.
There have been efforts to reduce soil loss in agriculture,
and these have helped in many ways.

Federal agencies working with

agriculture helped farmers establish terraces, diversions, catch
basins, and many other drainage structures. However, tillage, the
primary problem, still existed and the problem continued, although
thankfully at a slower rate.

During the early years, tillage

could not be eliminated since it was necessary for weed control.
Soil type has influenced to a large degree the effectiveness
of efforts to reduce soil loss.

The soils of our area are

especially prone to soil erosion during periods of heavy rainfall,
especially when fields have been recently plowed.

These soils

contain high levels of silt and sand that are very susceptible to
detachment

by

the

impact

of

raindrops

and

to

the

effects

of

freezing and thawing. After soil particles are loosened by these

and other forces of nature, they are easily carried down slopes
and into streams.

Although this process seems in many cases to be

slow and insignificant, it can over a period of years result in
the loss of virtually all the productive topsoil from fields.
When soil is plowed in preparation for planting crops, soil
particles are completely exposed to the effects of erosion, so
they are already detached when rain begins to fall.

In this

situation soil loss begins almost immediately after rain begins.
The only way to avoid the effect that tillage has on soil erosion
is to either avoid tillage altogether or to take steps to offset
it's effects.
My point in describing this scenario is to stress that soils
should not be tilled during periods when heavy rainfall is most
likely, such as late fall and spring.

When soil must be worked

during these times, plans should include a means to immediately
cover the soil with mulch or a cover crop such as wheat or
ryegrass should be established to protect the soil surface from
the impact of raindrops and the loosening effects of freezing and
thawing.
Farmers have learned this lesson over the years, and we have
significantly reduced the loss of soil from row crop production by
using reduced tillage and no-till methods, residue management, and
cover crops.

Today, the most serious soil losses come from non-

agricultural sites such as where construction is being done.
building

of

roads,

commercial

facilities,

and

homes

The

requires

extensive soil disturbance, and these areas are often left exposed
during periods of heavy rainfall, resulting in the movement of

large quantities of soil into streams, ponds and lakes.
I

would

ask

that

a

renewed

consciousness

be

placed

on

preventing the loss of soil from construction sites and other
areas where soil has been exposed as a means to prevent further
contamination

and

choking

of

streams

and

lakes.

Farms

have

through the years been the primary source of soil particles that
have affected water quality, but this is no longer the case;
however farmers still are blamed for most of the problem.

Let's

place credit where it is due and recognize that agriculture in
this area at least has come a long way toward solving its problem
with soil erosion.

Those who must work with the soil in other

activities need to think about doing as good a job of reducing
soil loss as our farmers have.
Thanks for your time.

